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After the accident with which Blue (Krzysztof Kieslowski, 1992) opens, time ceases to 
crystallise in cadences for Julie (Juliette Binoche). In hospital an extreme close-up of 
her eye fills the screen. The pupil reflects the face of the doctor who is telling her that 
her husband and daughter are dead. In that complex, ambiguous image the abyss of 
grief and the mirror in which the past is recognised and interiorised converge. Jordi 
Balló identifies the weight of a long iconographic tradition in it: that of the woman 
looking at herself in a mirror. In the pictorial and cinematic image, men gaze at their 
reflections for pleasure or to find their doubles. Women in front of the mirror, however, 
meditate and become aware of their being and their past.
The pietà, the thinker, the woman at the window or the epiphanies of dance and rain 
are some of the other visual motifs that Jordi Balló takes as a starting point in Imatges 
del Silenci. Els motius visuals en el cinema (Images of silence. Visual motifs in the 
cinema) to make a phenomenological analysis of the function of the archetypal images 
of film. The discovery that precedes the investigation has the merit of simplicity: one 
of the enigmas of an analysis of contemporary visual culture is to trace the origins and 
sources of cinematic memory. From that premise, the cinema is found to be close to the 
plurality of what can be seen, but not to forgetfulness. The images belong equally to 
the film and the audience, for whom they are an aesthetic experience rather than a 
reading. Certain visual motifs conjure up their imaginary memory in the course of the 
experience proposed by the narrative. The mystery springs from the dialogue between 
the archetype and the forms with feeling, which shift and induce a constant process of 
reconstruction. 
Each archetypal image manages to structure heterogeneous experiences and meanings 
in a coherent whole. The audience’s response is aesthetic and immediate rather than 
analytical and, as Gilbert Durand or Henry Corbin argue, animal: “some traditions (_) 
claim that animals see things that only visionary mystics among human beings are 
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capable of seeing.”(1) In the work of Carl Gustav Jung we can appreciate a gradual 
reconciliation of opposites, which is expressed through the evolution of the notions of 
image, archetype, art and beauty. Some of his first writings identify aesthetics with 
hedonism and the loss of moral strength and impugn the classic locus of the kalon 
kagathon, i.e., the association between “the good” and “the beautiful”.
In his childhood Jung (2) used to spend long hours in the gloom of the rectory, where 
the family’s works of art were collected. James Hillman (3) stresses that, for Jung as a 
young man, beauty was locked in a dark room and to see it he had to sneak in. He saw 
the moral and the beautiful as dissociated by that circumstance. Years later he was 
seized by an intuition while writing and drawing. “That is art”, an inner voice told him. 
The scholar hastened to deny it and attributed the voice to the personality of a 
psychopathic patient with whom he has established an intense transference. Jung had 
just described “the inner woman”, the anima. At the same time he had taken on the 
burden of an ancient schism between an analytical understanding of the image and the 
impression it produces, which he judged to be a regressive impulse of the female 
principle.
The impression caused by the image may be defined by the term aisthesis. Its original 
meaning is “to assume, to inspire”. The Greeks used it to define “perception through 
the senses”, a perception that did not correspond to pure empirical sensation. On the 
contrary, it supposed an assimilation of the appearance of what is perceived, a 
reconciliation between the subjective and objective imagination. In the term aisthesis, 
moreover, lie the roots of aesthetics. Adolf Portmann, Henry Corbin or James Hillman 
agree in understanding it according to that original sense. The three of them also turn to 
the work of Plotinus to attribute the perceptible world of Aphrodite, the Beautiful. 
Beauty then determines any understanding of the Greek organ of perception, the heart, 
transformed into the soul over the centuries.
When, at the age of nine, Dante saw Beatrice, or perhaps the day Petrarch noticed the 
young Laura in the church of St Claire in Avignon, the Vita Nuova of the Renaissance 
took shape, a transfiguration of Western culture that began with aesthetics. Beauty, 
through those two women, was rediscovered as the essence and not an attribute of the 
mythological Aphrodite, the Aphrodite described by Plato. If we read the philosopher 
“as Plotinus read him, and we understand the psyche as Apuleius understood it, and we 
experience the soul as Dante and Petrarch experienced it, then the psyche is the life of 
our aesthetic responses.” (4)
Positivism tarnished the discoveries of Dante and Petrarch, so that beauty was reduced 
to its examples, art objects. In the thought of Plato and Plotinus, as in the imagination 
of the Zoroastrian Iran studied by Henry Corbin, the beautiful, on the contrary, is to do 
with the life of forms with feelings. Likewise Psyche is the name of the girl who falls 
in love with Cupid as narrated by Apuleius and the modern alma of psychology. Freud 
and the tradition nourished by his work, however, confined beauty to the rank of 
circumstantial attribute. In Freudian psychoanalysis, aestheticism, the diagnosis of a 
pathology, replaces aesthetics. For analytical and empirical philosophy it is a minor 
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branch which deals with taste and art criticism.
Before the revelation of Aphrodite, Jung reacted quite differently from Dante or 
Petrarch and distinguished between psychology and aesthetics. The former assesses 
causes; the latter discerns and classifies forms. But in both cases a deep understanding 
seeks a hidden agent without acknowledging the transcendence of sensory perception. 
Beauty is not an attribute of Aphrodite but her very appearance. Only in Jung’s last 
works and those of his disciples do psychology and aesthetics come together to make a 
phenomenological approach to images, often under the aegis of Gaston Bachelard’s 
analyses of poetic images.
Two traditions can be glimpsed in a study of images and their relations —hermeneutic 
understanding and aisthesis— with their subject. The integration of the two under 
Platonic teaching frees Aphrodite from the gloom of the rectory. Jordi Balló’s 
investigation is steeped in that Platonic tradition, filtered through the sceptical 
contemporary vision of Jorge Luis Borges and George Steiner, as well as the singular 
iconographic approach of Erwin Panofsky (5). Imatges del Silenci follows the mastery 
of those three theoreticians with the aim of establishing a synchronic dialogue between 
the visual motifs. Just as Borges claims that Joyce’s Ulysses precedes the Odyssey —
Balló points out—, it is legitimate to consider that Wim Wenders’ Paris, Texas (1982) 
and John Ford’s The Searchers (1956) come before the Homeric hero’s return home.
In the essay La semilla inmortal, written with Xavier Pérez, Jordi Balló has unravelled 
a series of plot matrices which are repeated throughout the history of literature and the 
cinema. Imatges del Silenci proposes an analogous operation in which the relation 
between the spectator and the archetypal images is created through assumption or 
inspiration - aisthesis. That is what leads Balló to wonder about what happens in the 
hundreds of sequences he describes in minute detail. The tragic scene of the death of 
Nina (Anna Magnani) in Roberto Rossellini’s Roma, Città Aperta (1945), the shared 
silences at the bar of the protagonists of John Huston’s Fat City (1972), the rain that 
falls at the beginning of Scarlet Street (1945) or the tears of the prostitute Nana (Anna 
Karina) in Jean-Luc Godard’s Vivre sa Vie (1962) are among the ones he picks out.
Might those visual motifs have a specific duration? Do they bring about a suspension 
of time? A reflection on the aesthetic and temporal experience of the spectator imposes 
itself on the age-old debate about the existence of a pregnant or revelatory moment 
which theoreticians such as Lessing or Aumont have considered. An art like film, 
substance of space and time, Balló argues, is not so much interested in the paroxysm as 
the exercise of the gaze, of association. Beyond the pictorial effect and the elemental 
symbolism which Panofsky’s early works tried to identify —the moustache for the 
villain, the check tablecloth for a respectable household— it is possible to identify that 
exercise of the gaze with the true “fantasy” which Dante distinguished in The Divine 
Comedy. The spectator is summoned to cooperation and ecstasy, as Eisenstein 
understood it.
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In that sense, the death of Nina in Roma, Città Aperta reconciles break and continuity. 
The previous sequences are a cluster of movements in which the documentary tone is 
balanced with the rules of fiction. Nina runs after the lorry in which the Nazis are 
taking away her husband Francesco. The camera follows her, sacrificing frame and 
light to the vitality of the scene. When she is mown down by the hail of bullets, her son 
shouts her name and the chaplain (Aldo Fabrizi) takes her in his arms. The silence is 
made equally by the audience and the characters. Not even the Nazi soldiers dare to 
intervene. Balló indicates that the arrangement in the form of a pietà is a mechanism of 
narrative economy, on the one hand, and also allows the spectator a time of 
contemplation which would otherwise be consumed in explanations that would prevent 
that suspension.
Nevertheless, explaining a visual motif does not solve it. That is why comparison is the 
best ally and Balló trawls through innumerable examples. From association, images as 
complex as that of Julie’s eye in Blue, the tear-like rain that replaces the protagonists’ 
weeping in Robert Bresson’s Mouchette (1967) or Arturo Ripstein’s La mujer del 
puerto (1991), or the hypnotic expiatory rain that accompanies some of Lars von 
Trier’s films are clarified. Dance, a complex motif because of its nuclear character in 
the cosmic visions of all cultures, is nuptial in Jean Renoir’s The River (1950), recovers 
its essential hedonism in the films of Max Ophuls, takes on shades of social resistance 
in the films of Miklos Jancsó or enables the choreography of violence in Hong Kong 
cinema. 
Three of the motifs dealt with in Imatges del Silenci are outstanding for an extreme 
degree of abstraction: the staircase, the end and the abyss of the show within a show. 
The staircase is the link between two discontinuous spaces which Gaston Bachelard or 
Mircea Eliade had already studied in French poetry and premodern cultures but which, 
for example, becomes highly ambiguous in the films of Yasuhiro Ozu. The closing, 
formalised in “The End” which has become a convention of classical cinema, requires 
us to rethink narrative issues which lead Balló to a study of Noël Burch’s modes of 
representation. The infinite which is discovered in Buster Keaton’s Sherlock Junior 
(1924), Antonioni’s Blow Up (1966) or José Luis Guerín’s Tren de Sombras (1997) is 
the same one the sultan heard from the lips of Sheherazade on the wretched night 
number DCII of The Thousand and One Nights: his own story told within another story.
Narration and the icon, catharsis and aisthesis, come together in an analysis of visual 
motifs. The schism between the good and the beautiful, between understanding the 
image and experiencing it, which has been acknowledged by a good part of the 
tradition of art studies and psychology, has also been intuited, in another way, by Serge 
Daney. For him modern cinema has replaced the question What lies behind? with 
another, more urgent one: Can I meet the eye of what I see? Imatges del Silenci quotes 
him and, from that question, the image acquires its essential “assumption” or 
“inspiration”. Balló has indicated that one of the ideas that inspired his study occurred 
to him when he was preparing the exhibition “El siglo del cine”. The heartbeat of his 
exhibition, of the image that investigates the image, is in his phenomenological 
approach. Jean-Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du Cinéma (1998) is a reference quoted with 
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increasing frequency. We should turn to it once again, because he writes the desire 
aroused by Imatges del Silenci very well: to see the relations and the web of sequences 
passing across the screen.
Notes:
(1) Corbin, Henry, Corps spirituel et Terre céleste. De l’Iran mazdéen à l’Iran shî’ite. 
Éditions Buchet/Chastel, Paris 1979.
(2) As Jung himself recalls in his memoirs: Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Vintage 
Books, New York, 1961.
(3) Hillman, James, Thought of the Heart.
(4) Hillman, James, op. cit. 
(5) Jordi Balló is responding, in fact, to Jean-Loup Bourget’s vindication of an 
iconographic study of cinema in En Relisant Panofski. Paris: Positif, n.259, 1982. 
Apud. Jordi Balló, Imatges del Silenci. 
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